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Introduction 

The USS Essex is the last vessel, military or commercial, that was built by the master 
shipbuilder Donald McKay. The clipper ships built by McKay were renown worldwide for 
their speed, and their record-setting voyages were seen as national triumphs. Essex 
belonged to the last class (Adams) of wooden hull sail and auxiliary steam engine 
warships ordered by the Navy and the wreck is the only fragment of a Donald McKay- 
built vessel known to exist. Maritime Heritage Minnesota (MHM) has been conducting 
assessments of this National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) wreck site since 2007. 
The amount of nautical archaeological and maritime historical information already 
accumulated about the site is significant, but continual monitoring of the wreck is 
necessary due to on-going damage that is being incurred. In September 2011, MHM 
spent a day taking photographs and video, and recording noticeable damage to the 
wreck. With this data, MHM made comparisons to older photographs of wreck sections 
and noted significant damage to certain areas. MHM presented the results of this 
assessment at the Gales of November Conference in Duluth on 4 November 201 1 . 

The USS Essex Wreck Site 

The USS Essex Wreck Site is located in Lake Superior on Minnesota Point in Duluth. The 
wreck was intentionally burned for her metal and left to rot in 1931, after a 55-year 
career. The site is in a dynamic environment, with sand continually shifting over the 
wreck. Before the September 201 1 assessment, MHM last saw the wreck in May 2009 
prior to several feet of dredge spoil settling over her from Inner Harbor improvement 
works in June 2009. It must be noted that the United States Corps of Engineers 
(USACE) does not drop dredge spoil directly on the wreck - the sand simply drifts over 
her during the process. Over time, the sand shifts around and the wreck becomes 
uncovered. By September 2011 her keelson, a long starboard frame, and a metal pipe 
running along a sister keelson on the starboard side have suffered significant damage 
compared to assessments in August 2008 and May 2009. 

The USS Essex wreck site on Minnesota Point in 
Duluth (Google Earth). 
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The USS Essex site plan created by Pan American Associates for the State Historic Preservation Office. 

In this June 2009 image, the dredge 

pipe is seen dropping the spoil on the 

beach northwest of the USS Essex 

wreck while the caterpillar moves it 

around (Duluth News Tribune). 



The dredge spoil spread quite a 

distance into the lake. The red dot 

roughly marks the location of the USS 

Essex, now buried (Duluth News 

Tribune). 




MHM arrived in Duluth for an 

assessment on 19 July 2009 only to find 

the wreck buried in 3-4 feet of sand. The 

water depth where Merriman stands is 

usually 3 feet deep, not 6 inches. 





MHM scheduled another assessment on 

16 August 2009 only to find the wreck 

even deeper, with a large sandbar 

formed over the site. 
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Keelson Damage 



The condition of the USS Essex's exposed keelson has been deteriorating over the 
years, enduring wave and sand erosion, and fragmentation by ice. The primary keelson 
damage noted between 1988 and 2009 was the wearing down of the keelson's top 
surface. However, between 2009 and 2011, the portion of the keelson toward the 
lakeside of the site has been severely damaged. 



This 1988 image of 
USS Essex's keelson 

and sister keelsons 
shows rather healthy 

timbers. This end of 
the keelson is pointed 

toward the lake, not 

the shore. Note the 
metal pipe alongside. 
At this time, the wreck 
was partially exposed 

above the water. 
Apparently the wreck 

has slid further into 
the lake since she is 

never above water 

anymore (Courtesy of 

Elmer Engman 




This August 2008 image of the lake end of the keelson shows deterioration from decades of sand and wave 
erosion (Courtesy of Kelly Nehowig, MHM Volunteer). 





These two views of the same section of keelson as above were taken in September 201 1 . The amount of damage, 

from ice and then wave action, is incredible. 



Frame Damage 

One frame on the port side of the wreck is longer than the others and like the keelson, it 
has experienced extreme damage since August 2008. 




This August 2008 image of a port side frame shows wear, but not extreme damage (Courtesy of Kelly Nehowig, 

MHM Volunteer). 



This September 2011 
image of the port side 
frame, from a different 
angle, shows massive 

splintering of the 

timber since August 

2008. 




Pipe Damage 

A metal pipe has been seen in images from 1988 (see the 1988 keelson photograph in 
this report) and in the 1992 site plan as running alongside the keelson. However, it no 
longer runs parallel to the keelson and has dislodged to port at the stern end. Also, the 
top of the pipe has been damaged since August 2008 



The lakeside end of the pipe as it looked 

in August 2008 (Courtesy of Kelly 

Nehowig, MHM Volunteer). 




The pipe in September 201 1 , bent at the 

top edge. The pipe has also shifted from 

its original position. 




Conclusion 



Before the 2011 assessment of the USS Essex and the discovery of the damage 
described above, MHM has held the position that steps are required to insure the safely, 
stability, and integrity of the wreck. In 2010, MHM was awarded a Minnesota Historical 
and Cultural Grant to develop a 'plan of action' to preserve the USS Essex. As put 
forward in Developing a Plan of Action to Preserve the USS Essex (2010), MHM 
suggested six possible plans to save the wreck from further destruction: 

• Option 1 : Leave the USS Essex in place with periodic burial 

• Option 2: Move the USS Essex to a deeper location in Lake Superior 

• Option 3: Remove the USS Essex from Minnesota Point for display outdoors in a 
wet environment 

• Option 4: Display the USS Essex outside dry and fully conserved 

• Option 5: Remove the USS Essex from Minnesota Point and display her in an 
indoor wet environment 

• Option 6: Display the USS Essex indoors, dry and fully conserved 

These options are well researched and the advantages and disadvantage of each 
option are discussed in the plan. MHM prefers Options 5 and 6 or a combination of the 
two, where USS Essex is displayed indoors in a wet environment for several years 
(Option 5), available for public viewing and even diver training, and then the wreck could 
undergo conservation for approximately 10 years in preparation for dry display (Option 
6). 



